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Abstract
The Republican and Democratic parties have long had different agendas, and I want to see if
there is any evidence to suggest that Republicans are less supportive of environmental issues while
Democrats are more supportive of environmental issues. 1 There are many environmental issues, but I
am interested in organic food consumption, recycling and solar energy. This research contains a
literature review of these environmental subjects, a review of the two major political party platforms,
an online survey of more than 100 USFSP students, and an analysis of the survey results. The most
important finding is that there is no relationship among students who said they are moderate
republican, conservative democrat, liberal, or independent and their perspective on environmental
issues. At a macro and micro level, all students show support for consumption or organic food,
recycling plastic/metal/glass and usage of solar energy.

1

David M. Konisky., Jeffrey Milyo, and Lilliard E. Richardson. "Environmental Policy Attitudes:Issues,
Geographical Scale, and Political Trust*." Social Science Quarterly 89, no. 5 (2008): 1066-085.
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Introduction
David M. Konisky et al. analyzed several studies examining the relationship between political
parties and environmental issues. They found conflicting results mainly due to the generalization of
all environmental problems under one umbrella. Still, they concluded that individuals who identified
as Republicans are often less supportive of government intervention to address environmental issues
while Democrats are usually more supportive of government intervention to address environmental
issues.2
A review of the literature revealed no studies of University students’ political ideology and
their perspective on environmental subjects, specifically, the consumption of organic food, usage of
solar energy and recycling. This research intends to better understand that relationship. Is there a
relationship between the political leaning of USFSP students and their perspective on environmental
issues? Are students supporters, activists or opposed to consumption of organic food, recycling and
usage of organic energy?
Democratic and Republican parties have complex relationships with people’s changing
perspectives on environmental issues. A political party’s ideology may greatly influence how people
think about the government’s role (if any) in coping with environmental issues. It is hypothesized that
students of USFSP support consumption of organic food, recycling and usage of solar energy, no
matter their declared political ideology or awareness on environmental issues. USFSP has five core
values, one of them is care for natural environment. As students of USFSP it is one of our core values
to be good stewards to the environment, therefore individual political ideologies might be tested at a
school that has at is core caring for the natural environment.
This study reviews the literature of organic food, solar energy, recycling. Next, I examine the
Democratic and Republican Party platforms at both state and national levels with the purpose to find
2

Ibid.
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their take on environmental subjects. After these reviews, I describe my effort to survey USFSP
students --and present and discuss results of that survey. Konisky et al., suggest that Republicans are
less supportive environmental issues while Democrats are more supportive of environmental issues.
The results from my survey contradicts this assertion, demonstrating no relationship among students,
their political party, and their views on selected environmental issues.
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Organic versus Conventional/Traditional Food
Agriculture has been around since roughly 10,000 B.C.E. enabling advancement of human
society through population growth and manipulation of the environment. 3 Early farming techniques
depended on local climate conditions. Eventually, farmers applied natural fertilizers such as manure
to enhance cropland productivity.4 Today’s conventional agriculture uses chemicals and genetically
modified organisms that require a constant input of energy and money, and unfortunately, this
reduces plant and imposes bringing major costs to the environment. 5
Organic farming does not use synthetic chemicals, hormones, antibiotic agents, genetic
engineering or irradiation.6 In 1990, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) created the
National Organic Program (NOP) in order to set organic labeling standards for crops and livestock. 7
The NOP enforces specific standards such as: organic farming certification issued by the NOP and
implementing annual inspections to assure compliance. Moreover, organic farming is one of the
fastest growing sectors in the world of agriculture where organic is the most recognized food label
and the only farming system that provides information to consumers about how food is produced. 8
According to specifications by the NOP, for crops to qualify as organic they must be
cultivated on a farm that carefully manages contamination from adjacent lands and has avoided
pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers for the previous three years or longer. In addition organic farmers
do not use genetic engineering, ionizing radiation or sewage sludge. Furthermore, soil nutrient
content and fertility is managed through cultivation practices that use physical, biological and
3

Environmental Topics and Essays, accessed October 15, 2018,
https://you.stonybrook.edu/environment/sustainable-vs-conventional-agriculture/.
4
Ibid.
5
Ibid.
6
J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages,"
Pediatrics 130, no. 5 (2012): e1407.
7
Ibid.
8
Verena Seufert, Navin Ramankutty, and Tabea Mayerhofer, "What is this thing called organic? – How organic
farming is codified in regulations," Food Policy 68 (2017): 10 -11.
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mechanical controls for pests, weeds and diseases. Lastly, organic livestock cannot be treated with
growth hormones (GHs) or antibiotic agents and should have access to the outdoors rather than spend
their entire lives in an indoor facility. 9
While organic farming procedures have evolved throughout the past several decades, organic
labeling has also expanded from government agency certification to independent organizations that
work as third-party certifiers (TPC). TPC are independent from government agencies, retailers and
suppliers involved in food or agricultural production and have the responsibility to access, evaluate
and certify safety and quality claims. 10 Likewise, according to one group of scholars, TPC “also
appeal[s] to technoscientific values such as independence, objectivity, and transparency in an attempt
to increase trust and legitimacy among their customers and to limit liability.” 11
Currently there are 80 organic certifying agencies that are authorized to certify products
through the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) organic regulations under the NOP,
which is funded by the U.S Congress. 12 Agencies accredited by the NOP are able profit in different
ways. One company located in Florida called Americert International, charges a flat fee for the
service of conducting certification reviews. The fees (paid by the farmers most times) vary and
depend on the complexity of the farming operation and how long it takes for the certification review.
On Americert International’s website there is an estimate form so that farmers or marketers can
estimate the cost of certification. 13 Another organic certifying agency accredited by the NOP is called
Agricultural Services Certifiers located in California. This company also charges a flat fee but their

9

J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages,"
Pediatrics 130, no. 5 (2012): e1407.
10
Maki Hatanaka, Carmen Bain, and Lawrence Busch, "Third-party certification in the global agrifood system,"
Food Policy 30, no. 3 (2005): 355.
11
Ibid.
12
"Organic Certifying Agents," Organic Certifying Agents | Agricultural Marketing Service,accessed October 20,
2018, https://www.ams.usda.gov/resources/organic-certifying-agents.
13
Personal conversation with Jonathan Austin who works for Americert International, October 25, 2018.
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base fee is related to the acreage of the farm. For example if a client has 15-25 acres there is an
annual charge of $2,500. In addition they pay their certifying inspectors $50 an hour and charge the
client $65 an hour for their work. 14
Globalization has caused agri-food system supply chains to cross multiple international
boundaries as food is traded around the world. The internationalization of food has left government
regulators unable to keep pace with new developments and changing food production practices.
Indeed, the global agri-food system economy is under a free market where international governmental
bodies such as the World Trade Organization become a food standard setting organization. 15
Aside from globalization, businesses such as supermarkets have used their own standards to
label organic food. Many grocery stores rely on independent, third party groups to provide labels and
certification systems that allow customers to differentiate between agri-food products that are
organically grown versus conventional food products that have used farming methods commonly
utilized since the 1950s. Therefore, TPC are critical to enforce grocery store’s standards for organic
food, as they are independent from producers and governments. 16
Moreover, according to Maki Hatanaka and colleagues, the process to obtain TPC is as
follows: “first a supplier applies to a particular third-party certifier for certification. Second, the thirdparty certifier conducts a pre-assessment and documentation review of a supplier’s facilities and
production operations. Third, the third-party certifier conducts field audits. Fourth, when conformity
is verified, the third-party certifier issues a certification and allows the supplier to label its products as
certified.”17

14

Personal conversation with Katherine Borchard who works for Agricultural Services Certified Organic, October
25, 2018.
15
Maki Hatanaka, Carmen Bain, and Lawrence Busch, "Third-party certification in the global agrifood system,"
Food Policy 30, no. 3 (2005): 356.
16
Ibid, 357.
17
Ibid.
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Overall, TPC is more reliable for consumers than first party certification, which is audited by
suppliers, and second party certification, which is audited by retailers. Although TPC is independent
and objective, it is a complex certification process influenced by marketing strategies and economic
concerns of major global supermarket chains. TPC can help build trust for consumers that are
concerned with the process followed to grow agri-food products, or with products that fall outside the
purview of government regulation. 18
Research to support the value of organic food consumption is not definitive but it is mostly
positive. Some studies have found lower nitrate content in organic food and higher vitamin C
concentrations in organic spinach, lettuce and chard in comparison to conventional food. 19 Other
studies have found higher total phenols in organic food, which are chemical compounds that can help
prevent certain cancers. 20 In the case of organic dairy products, many factors affect its nutritional
composition, therefore cautious interpretation of results is recommended. 21
Independent scholar Tiziano Gomiero contends that “compared to conventional produce,
organic produce is richer in some useful compounds. Nevertheless, heterogeneous findings have been
reported.”22 Gomiero analyzed studies that support the claim that organic produce is much less
contaminated by pesticides compared to conventional produce. 23 The studies suggest that
consumption of organic food can reduce exposure to pesticide residues and antibiotic-resistant
bacteria, with statistically significant differences in composition between organic food and traditional
food. Organic products have 18-69% higher antioxidants such as polyphenols and other plant

18

Ibid.
J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages," Pediatrics
130, no. 5 (2012): e1409.
20
Ibid.
21
Ibid, e1409.
22
Tiziano Gomiero, "Food quality assessment in organic vs. conventional agricultural produce: Findings and issues,"
Applied Soil Ecology, 2017, 1.
23
Ibid.
19
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secondary metabolites, 75% lower amounts of agrochemical residues and 48% less Cadmium, a toxic,
heavy metal often found in pesticides.
Organic farming prohibits the non-therapeutic use of antibiotic agents, which, according to
medical researchers, are identical or similar to drugs used in humans. Given the similarities between
both (human and animal) antibiotic agents, there has been “development of drug-resistant organisms
in the animals and that these organisms then colonize the intestines of people living on farms where
this practice occurs. Evidence is also ample that human disease caused by antibiotic-resistant
organisms spread through the food chain.” 24 Therefore it is important to underline the risk associated
with application of non-therapeutic use of antibiotic agents. 25
Another issue with traditional farming that is not an issue with organic farming, is the usage
of synthetic chemicals. For example, the use of organophosphate pesticides in traditional farming can,
after chronic exposure, cause respiratory problems, memory disorders, dermatologic conditions,
depression, neurologic deficits, miscarriages, birth defects, cancer, and adverse birth outcomes.
Moreover, “The National Research Council reported in 1993 that the primary form of exposure to
pesticides in children is through dietary intake.” 26 To combat the synthetic chemical exposure,
organic diets can be implemented in substitution of traditional food as they highly reduce the
exposure to pesticides through strictly regulated organic farm practices.
Gomiero confirmed that there is evidence of increased genetic damage in farmers who
practice conventional farming when compared to organic farmers; at the same time, the general
public can be affected by chemicals used in traditional farming through direct exposure, in air and
water. Some of the health problems caused by long-term exposure to chemicals include development

24

J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages," Pediatrics
130, no. 5 (2012): e1410.
25
Ibid.
26
Ibid, e1411.
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of insulin resistance and obesity. Finally, the European Food and Safety Authority found that
pesticides with high toxic organophosphates and neurotoxicants are used in conventional foods.
These chemicals are classified by the World Health Organization (WHO) as carcinogenic and they
can interfere with the functioning of the endocrine system. 27
Organic food is also more sustainable than conventional food because it rebuilds soil health
and stops harmful chemicals from getting into water; it does not rely on non-renewable fertilizers and
pesticides; it helps promote biodiversity; and it releases fewer gas emissions than traditional food
which relies on non-renewable fertilizers. 28 Organic farmers follow strict regulations by the NOP and
use natural fertilizers that do not harm birds or pollinators the way many conventional fertilizers do. 29
In addition, organic farms release less greenhouse gasses than conventional farms making them more
sustainable overall. 30
Eating organic food sounds like a good idea, but there is not much evidence that quantifies the
benefits. For example, medical researchers Joel Forman and Janet Silverstein explain that although
organic diets expose consumers to less pesticides associated with human diseases, at the time of their
study in 1992, there were no reliable human studies to support the benefits of having an organic
diet.31 Carl Winter and Sarah Davis reported no major differences between organic food and
conventional food nutritional values in some cases and no difference at all in others. 32 Similarly, Alan

27

Tiziano Gomiero, "Food quality assessment in organic vs. conventional agricultural produce: Findings and issues,"
Applied Soil Ecology, 2017, 5.
28
Mary Wales, "Why Organic Food Is More Sustainable," Nature's Path, May 02, 2018, , accessed October 18, 2018,
https://www.naturespath.com/en-us/blog/organic-food-sustainable/.
29
Ibid.
30
Ibid.
31
J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages," Pediatrics
130, no. 5 (2012): e1408.
32
Carl K Winter., and Sarah F. Davis. "Organic Foods." Journal of Food Science71, no. 9 (2006).
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Dangour and colleagues concluded that there is no evidence to support a difference in nutritional
value between organic and conventional food. 33
Although several studies have tried to compare the nutritional value of organic food versus
traditional food, Forman and Silverstein suggest that as of 2012, the results have been conflicting
with no convincing evidence of a higher nutritional benefit from having an organic diet. They also
explain that labeling organic food can be confusing (Table 1). NOP requirements for labeling apply
only to raw, fresh products and processed products that contain a certain percentage of organic food.
The NOP does not define many terms with the exception of “free range”, which the USDA requires
producers to demonstrate that the poultry had access to the outdoors. 34

33

Alan D. Dangour et al., "Nutritional Quality of Organic Foods: A Systematic Review," The American Journal of
Clinical Nutrition 90, no. 3 (2009)
34
J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages,"
Pediatrics 130, no. 5 (2012): e1408.
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Table 1. Commonly Used Food Product Marketing Terms. 35

35

Ibid, e1407, Table 1.
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The multiplicity of labels with slightly different meanings creates challenges for consumers.
Although third party certification labels (TPCL) are intended to reduce consumer risk, inform and
facilitate the decision making process when purchasing organic agri-food items, consumers are
cautious towards TPCL because they are concerned about “greenwashing.” 36 In this context,
greenwashing means “the use of marketing to portray an organization’s products, activities or policies
as environmentally friendly when they are not.” 37 It is possible that the risk of greenwashing often
gives consumers pause, and in some cases prevents them from transitioning to more sustainable
organic food consumption.
Another challenge with organic food is a higher market price, which is caused by the costs
that come along with organic farming procedures. Consumers are more likely to buy less organic
products due to high costs. Forman and Silverstein explain the challenges of higher-priced fruits and
vegetables while reiterating the need to include these two food groups in people’s diets. The literature
has documented that a diet with fruits and vegetables can help maintain low rates of obesity,
cardiovascular disease and cancer. In the case of organic fruits and vegetables, they would also have
low levels of pesticides and in some cases higher nutritional value—such as more vitamin C (ascorbic
acid) and phosphorus, compared to traditional fruits and vegetables. 38
Finally, Tiziano Gomiero argues that organic food labeling requires more effort from third
party certifiers because there is a possibility that dishonest farmers may substitute conventional
produce for organic produce in order to reap the higher prices that organic products command. The

36

Green washing:disinformation disseminated by an organization so as to present an environmentally responsible
public image. dictionary.com
37
Investopedia Staff, "Greenwashing," Investopedia, February 24, 2018, , accessed October 14, 2018,
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/greenwashing.asp
38
J. Forman and J. Silverstein, "Organic Foods: Health and Environmental Advantages and Disadvantages,"
Pediatrics 130, no. 5 (2012): e1412.
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dishonest actions by some farmers can increase consumer distrust for consumption of organic
produce.39
Garbage and Recycling
The association between garbage and health risks became clear, according to retired professor
of public administration Larry S. Luton, “when an 1842 report by the English Poor Law Commission
concluded that disease was somehow caused by unsanitary environmental conditions, [therefore] the
stage was set for government response to the conditions generated by industrialism and
urbanization”. 40 At the same time, communities attempted to address the health problems from
dumping on open land or water. 41
At an early stage before the industrial revolution, garbage was not much of a problem in most
places, due to low human population that produced little trash, which could be disposed of anywhere.
After the industrial revolution population densities in urban areas grew rapidly and this called
attention to garbage collection in cities. Large amounts of accumulated garbage caused health
problems, which led public health professionals and sanitarians to the American Public Health
Association’s committee on garbage disposal in 1887. 42 Near the end of the nineteenth century,
scientists discovered that bacteria and other microorganisms caused diseases, replacing the idea that
miasma or “the vapors” from garbage caused health problems. 43
Given that population growth and increasing wealth caused more trash to be generated, Luton
argues that most communities considered two options to take care of the accumulating refuse: “(1) to

39

Tiziano Gomiero, "Food quality assessment in organic vs. conventional agricultural produce: Findings and
issues," Applied Soil Ecology, 2017, 10.
40
Larry S. Luton, The Politics of Garbage: a Community Perspective on Solid Waste Policy Making (USA:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997), 88.
41
Ibid, 89.
42
Ibid, 89.
43
D. Paul Brown, "Garbage: How population, landmass, and development interact with culture in the production of
waste," Resources, Conservation and Recycling 98 (2015): 44.
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establish a government-owned and run [trash collection] service, or (2) to contract for the service with
private companies.” 44 Communities eventually settled with the Progressive Movement’s support for
public sanitation or refuse departments.
George E. Waring Jr., an engineer who spent time in agriculture and the military, was
appointed street cleaning commissioner of New York City from 1885 to 1888.45 As commissioner,
Waring implemented a “primary separation” program, where houses and businesses placed organic
waste, rubbish and ashes in separate bins for more efficient collection. After some time, the primary
separation program would be dubbed the first successful attempt at large scale recycling. 46
Waring transformed municipal government by hiring young men with military backgrounds or
engineering degrees, modifying the waste removal organization into a military-style unit, as well as
other managerial changes. Together with these changes, germ theory replaced the filth theory of
disease during the early 1900s. These new ways of thinking led cities to hire engineers to run
sanitation programs. 47
During the early 1900s, authorities also reduced much of the nation’s garbage by sending it up
in smoke. Incinerators were often guilty of corruption in contracts, used faulty designs, and
improperly operated many facilities; and they usually generated no electricity. Moreover, incineration
reduced only the organic material to ashes. The increasing stream of inorganic materials defied
reduction such that by mid 1900s, only 30% of garbage could be burned. 48 Furthermore, reduction
processes encouraged recycling such as using waste from landfills as fertilizer, for road building
material. 49

44

Ibid, 90.
Ibid, 90.
46
Ibid, 91.
47
Ibid, 92.
48
Ibid, 93-94.
49
Ibid, 94.
45
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Unfortunately, the waste to wealth idea behind recycling did not succeed during the early
1900s as the United States was in the position to exploit its natural resources without any need for
waste recycling. Paul Brown investigated how population and culture interact with other factors to
generate waste research. He suggests that garbage is “the waste and discarded items of a society,” and
“not only a product of the society in which it is based, but also affected by the rate at which the
society has approached modernity.” 50 Therefore, garbage varies within and between countries and its
disposal depends on available technology.
By the 1950s, municipal budgets for waste management increased dramatically with
landfilling as the primary trash disposal method. 51 Landfills are state and local managed facilities for
the disposal of solid waste; basically, just holes in the ground. 52 Lamentably, the volume of municipal
waste increased even more as population growth and disposable income increased, but cities began to
run out of space to place their garbage. In addition to the increased volume of refuse, the composition
of garbage began to change to include a large volume of paper and plastic. 53 Paper and plastic take up
space and requires between 6 weeks and 450 years to decompose. 54
Due to the increasing problem with disposal of refuse across the nation, Congress passed the
1965 Solid Waste Disposal Act, which was amended in 1970 and renamed the Resource Recovery
Act. 55 This law brought national attention to garbage disposal and allowed federal involvement in
research and development of new solid waste disposal technologies. Eventually public-private

50

D. Paul Brown, "Garbage: How population, landmass, and development interact with culture in the production of
waste," Resources, Conservation and Recycling 98 (2015): 41.
51
Ibid.
52
"Basic Information about Landfills," EPA, February 14, 2018, , accessed October 14, 2018,
https://www.epa.gov/landfills/basic-information-about-landfills.
53
Ibid, 95.
54
"NH Department of Environmental Services," Welcome | NH Department of Environmental Services, , accessed
October 14, 2018,
https://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/coastal/trash/documents/marine_debris.pdf.
55
Larry S. Luton, The Politics of Garbage: a Community Perspective on Solid Waste Policy Making (USA:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997) 96.
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partnerships and contracts created a new era in solid waste management with dynamic
intergovernmental approaches. 56
At the same time that solid waste policies became increasingly shaped by the federal
government, environmental issues attracted increasing attention. Indeed, solid waste management
became an environmental issue, subject to increasing federal oversight. According to Luton, “the
Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) of 1976 amended the Resource Recovery Act; it
in turn has been amended by the Solid Waste Disposal Act Amendments of 1980 and the Hazardous
and Solid Waste Amendments (HSWA) of 1984.” 57 The Resource Recovery Act of 1970 began
federal emphasis on recycling, resource recovery, and waste to energy; the RCRA focused on
nonhazardous solid waste and mandated the EPA to “develop criteria for classifying solid waste
disposal facilities and practices.” 58 The RCRA created the first national waste management program
with the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) providing technical and financial assistance. 59
Judd H. Alexander describes the garbage crisis as a shortage of land and space to use for the
disposal of waste indicating that the crisis is part political and part physical. Furthermore, some
American communities have insufficient area with soil and hydrology suitable for the creation of safe
sanitary landfills while other states have high water tables, inappropriate geology, as they are situated
on the coast of oceans or Great Lakes or locations where potential waste disposal is restricted. 60
According to Alexander, the garbage crisis is driven by the closing of landfills without
identifying new places to discard waste; and it is also a product of the public’s resistance to new
facilities needed for sorting and processing waste in order to determine what material might be

56

Ibid.
Ibid, 126.
58
Ibid.
59
Ibid.
60
Judd H. Alexander . In Defense of Garbage. Praeger: Westport, Conn., 1993, 9-10.
57
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recovered. People’s attitude of “Not In My Back Yard” (NIMBY) challenges public officials who are
unable to better process solid waste through a recycling facility. 61
Items become trash as people decide what is no longer wanted and then discard it. As such,
trash varies from person to person and it changes over time. Historian Susan Strasser suggests that
sorting refuse is an issue of class that creates social differences based on economic status. What is
trash for the wealthy, who can afford to be wasteful, is often useful for people with less money. The
first instance in which sorting garbage at home was made mandatory by the U.S. government
occurred during World War II, through scrap drives that picked up materials used for the war. Scrap
drives were common during the Great Depression, when material of all sorts was in short supply; and
this prior experience assisted with the collection of strategic materials during the war. 62
After the war, consumers grew to appreciate the convenience of disposable products.
Businesses fueled this new era of convenient consumerism with advertising and publicity that
frequently linked convenience with freedom.63 Disposable products offered deliverance from an
obligation to care for things and branded used materials as worthless. To address the rapid rise of
consumerism during the late 1960s and early 1970s, a counterculture of environmentalists began to
promote recycling. During this time, people who recycled were seen as activists because, as Strasser
points out, “recycling signified seriousness about the environment because it required commitment to
sort materials at home and effort to take them to the recycling center.” 64
Recycling has not always reflected people’s awareness towards the stress large amounts of
trash imposed on the environment. An outstanding example of recycling by a large group of people is
the community collection programs in Orange County, Florida (Orlando). The residential recycling

61

Ibid, 21-22.
Susan Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash (New York, N.Y: Henry Holt and, 2013), 262.
63
Ibid, 269.
64
Ibid, 284.
62
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system was set up in 1991 with a two bin system for separate pick up and sorting from a central
material recovery facility (MRF). Residents were instructed to place newspapers in orange bins; place
glass, plastic, steel and aluminum containers in green bins; and rinse out bottles and cans to remove
food residues as well as remove caps and closures before recycling. This behavior is an example of
individual stewardship through usage of curbside cost-efficient recycling instead of disposing all
materials to a landfill. 65 As of 1993, the program was highly successful with collectors achieving 80
percent compliance from private homes without charge as well as an offsetting saving of $30 per ton
of recyclables. 66
The population of Florida grew from under 13 million to more than 19.3 million between
1990 and 2012, increasing the amount of solid waste exponentially. 67 Floridians elected Republican
Bob Martinez governor in 1986, and he brought his former public works director (from when
Martinez was Mayor of Tampa), Dale Twachtman, in to state government. Together they drafted,
passed and implemented Florida’s 1988 Solid Waste Management Act. 68 According to Andrew
Fairbanks et al, this law “called for increasing rates of recycling and more waste-to-energy facilities
(which burn garbage to produce electricity) as alternatives to landfill disposal and provided financial
assistance to local governments to help achieve these goals.” 69 The act was a tool that assigned waste
management to counties setting a 30 percent recycling goal initiating proper management of solid
waste in a way that as of 2010 Florida had more waste-to-energy facilities than any other state in the
country.70

65

Judd H. Alexander. In Defense of Garbage. Praeger: Westport, Conn., 1993, 150.
Ibid.
67
Andrew Fairbanks, Jennifer Wunderlich, and Christopher Meindl, "Talking Trash: A Short History of Solid Waste
Management in Florida," The Florida Historical Quarterly 91, no. 4 (Spring 2013): 555.
68
Ibid, 527.
69
Ibid.
70
Ibid, 553.
66
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At the beginning of 2018, a policy shift by China rejected waste containing paper, metal or
plastic that was less than 99.5 percent pure. 71 That policy change affected the U.S. recycling market,
which generates products that are only 97 percent pure. That decision has caused the recycling market
to crash around the U.S. with some publicly traded residential waste-hauling and recycling companies
losing large amounts of revenue and other smaller recycling companies closing down. 72 In addition to
China’s policy shift, sloppy recycling by individuals who do not recycle properly by allowing
contaminants (such as crumbs and grease from leftover pizza in cardboard boxes) and non recyclables
(such as plastic bags and cables) that tangle machinery and contaminate other recyclables. To address
the issue the city of Chicago is putting signs on recycling bins and Rhode Island is airing ads with
instructions of how to recycle properly. 73
Alexander observes that anything can be recycled as long as the cost to process the waste does
not exceed the costs for making the final recycled product. Limitations to recycling are based on
technical, physical, economic and energy-use considerations. For example, most plastics are
recyclable but the FDA has banned the use of recycled plastics for direct food contact applications as
dangerous because materials such as pesticides can leak and contaminate recycled packages. 74 On the
other hand, major marketers have shifted towards recycled plastic that can be used for non-food
containers such as household products suggesting that recycled plastics have high potential to be
alternative products for packaging options. 75
The EPA classifies packaging discards not only by material made but also by the character of
the product it once contained as well as the function of the package. In the U.S., food and beverages

71

Associated Press, "Why the Recycling Industry Is in the Dumps," Tampa Bay Times, October 16, 2018, , accessed
November 14, 2018, http://www.tampabay.com/news/Why-the-recycling-industry-is-in-the-dumps_172688246.
72
Ibid.
73
Ibid.
74
Judd H. Alexander. In Defense of Garbage. Praeger: Westport, Conn., 1993, 127.
75
Ibid, 134-135.
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cost less than anywhere else in the world due to the effectiveness of the distribution system and the
benefits of American packaging such as multi-material plastic film or specially treated cellophane
coated with a combination of wax and rubber, which reduces spoilage, increases variety, extends
usable life, and adds greater convenience. The problems caused by food spoilage were solved in part
by refrigeration, but also by the packaging revolution, which saves energy in food preparation as well
as creating a large variety of food options that reduce food waste. 76 For example, lettuce and cheese
were two products that in the past, spoiled quickly and were often discarded by wholesalers and
retailers before they reached consumers. Fortunately, a multi-material plastic film was developed to
pack lettuce and a specially treated cellophane coated with a combination of wax and rubber now
wraps cheese. Although packaging now accounts for much our trash, in some cases, effective
packaging has reduced food waste. 77
Packaging turned into marketing to attract potential buyers and packagers seldom consider
disposal costs when designing product packages. Part of the problem with poor packaging design is
the lack of a standardized disposal system and the fact that businesses do not have to pay costs
associated with package disposal. 78
Businesses generally seek “[...] packages offering low cost, modest resource use, low bulk and
weight, and minimal environmental harm as well as efficient disposal. [...In addition] selected
packages should be capable of delivering goods to consumers safely, without breakage or spoilage,
and at reasonable prices.” 79 To achieve these goals many product sellers developed multi material
packaging but these packages are among the most difficult to recycle. 80
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Using qualitative and quantitative research methods, Brown found results that reflect his
hypothesis of a relationship between waste production and a country’s level of development. In
general, more developed countries produce more solid waste and less developed countries produce
less solid waste. For example, the U.S. one of the world’s most developed countries, produced more
solid waste (222 million tons) than any other country in the world in 2011 with a population of 312
million; in comparison, Brazil a developing country produced far less solid waste (54 million tons)
during the same year despite a population of 200 million (Table 1 and Table 2). 81 82 One of the most
frequently wasted objects in wealthy countries is food, reflecting its relative abundance and low
value. As of 2012, Americans wasted 36.8 million tons, or 40% of their food. 83
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Table 2. Comparison of Major Waste-Related Behaviors of the Three Development Levels
(Country Proxies) and the Waste Consequences in the U.S. 84

Table 3. Top Waste Producing Countries by Volume. 85

84

D. Paul Brown. "Garbage: How Population, Landmass, and Development Interact with Culture in the Production
of Waste." Resources, Conservation and Recycling 98 (2015): 43, Table 1.
85
Ibid, Table 3.

Quintero 24

Solar Energy
Fossil fuels (coal, oil and natural gas) are not only finite resources, burning them to generate
electricity, power vehicles, heat homes and run industries is creating a host of environmental
challenges such as global climate change and a range of issues associated with fossil fuel extraction.
This has led many people to pursue less damaging, renewable resources such as solar power. Solar
energy can be used to warm water or, with the use of photovoltaic panels, it can be used to produce
electricity. Over the past few decades, material use, device design, and production technologies have
all improved to make solar power more viable around the world. 86
According to Priscila Sampaio et al., “the conversion of solar radiation into electricity occurs
due to the photovoltaic (PV) effect, which was observed for the first time by [French physicist
Edmond] Becquerel in 1839. This effect occurs in materials known as semiconductors, which present
two energy bands, in one of them the presence of electrons is allowed (valence bad) and in the other
there is no presence of them, i.e., the band in completely “empty” (conduction band), [as shown on
Figure 1 and Figure 2].” 87 PV cell technologies are generally categorized into first generation, second
generation and third generation, depending on the raw material used with 90% of the material used
being silicon. 88
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Figure 1. Band of valence, band (GAP) and the conduction band: insulator, conductor and
semiconductor. 89

Figure 2. Photovoltaic Cell.
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PV solar energy does not cause the same environmental problems that fossil fuel extraction
does, and it does not need to be extracted, refined or transported. The only time there is an emission
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of greenhouse gases is during the manufacturing and transportation of solar cells. 91 PV technology
can be installed on land as well as in water through floating type PV solar panels, but water-based
panels are uncommon partly because there is risk of creating ecological problems as well as technical
problems caused by the blocking of sunlight over water. The most effective locations for solar power
generation are desserts where there is longer exposure to sunlight due to few clouds. 92
Since 2012, the PV market has grown significantly due in part to governmental subsidies and
continual innovation. 93 The subsidies make PV more affordable, increasing demand and accelerating
innovations that stimulated a dramatic increase in manufacturing by low cost Chinese companies. 94
That overflow of supply created a precipitous drop in prices as well as a reduction of subsidies by
governments; Krister Aanesen et al., analyzed these factors and suggest that PV growth is likely to
grow and demand is likely to be concentrated in 10 states (Figure 3). 95

91

Ibid, 592.
Ibid, 592- 593.
93
Krister Aanasen, Stefan Heck, and Dickon Pinner, "Solar Power: Darkest before Dawn," McKinsey on
Sustainability & Resource Productivity, May 2012, 3, accessed November 14, 2018.
94
Ibid.
95
Ibid, 5.
92

Quintero 27

Figure 3. Potential of Solar PV Technology in the US.96

Wesley Herche examines PV strategies in the U.S. utility market and explains that a 2013
Gallup poll of Americans showed strong support for PV energy regardless of geographic region,
“with ‘East’, ‘Midwest’, ‘South’, and ‘West’ indicating support at 79%, 75%, 74% and 78%
respectively.”97 That support has been accompanied by a decrease in costs as well as policy initiatives
at the national and state level. For example, Section 1603 of the American Recovery and
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Reinvestment Act of 2009 provided investment tax credits of 30% for renewable installations that
was extended by Congress through the year 2019. 98 99 In addition, many states have demanded a
“Renewable Portfolio Standard” (RPS), first developed in the 1990s, which mandates a target
percentage of energy that must be from renewable sources. Although not all states of the U.S. use
RPS, as seen in Figure 4, there is renewable energy generation in virtually all states. 100
Figure 4. Renewable Portfolio Standards in the United States, 2018.101

Hershey speculated that a state’s appetite for solar energy is related to that state’s adoption of
RPS and the political make up of that state’s legislature, among other factors.
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account “Swanson’s law,” a phenomenon that explains that “module prices reduce 20% for every
doubling of cumulative volume”. 103 The U.S. Energy Information Administration takes the following
variables into account: net generation of power from utility-scale solar sources aggregated by year
and state, actual electricity generation and installed capacity. Hershey concluded that concern for
global sustainability was the driving force on RPS target values. He was also able to support three
hypotheses: RPS percentage targets for each state are positively associated with total energy
generation, potential solar energy will be positively associated with total solar energy generation
within a given state; and the renewable portfolio standard target percentage acts as a moderator,
amplifying the effect of solar natural capital on solar energy generation. 104
As of April 2016, PV energy was creating jobs 12 times faster than the overall U.S. economy
and it grew more than 20 percent for the third consecutive year. 105 As of 2018, California led all U.S.
states in electricity production with 22,777 megawatts (MW), the highest number of solar jobs and
installation of megawatts of solar capacity. The next most significant solar states are North Carolina
with 4,490 MW, Arizona with 3,613 MW of solar capacity, Nevada with 2,657 MW, Texas with
2,623 MW of solar capacity. Florida has just 1,942 MW of installed solar capacity. 106
Although California is a leading solar energy producer, environmental groups claim that
construction of fossil fuel plants and limitations to solar production is rooted in utilities and regulators
who focus on profits instead of sustainability. 107 California’s primary energy policy and planning
agency is the California Energy Commission (CEC), which has the responsibility to forecast future
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energy needs, promote energy efficiency and support renewable energy technologies. Some of the
goals of CEC are energy policy development, broadcast of energy information resources, research
development and demonstration, power plant sitting, building and appliance efficiency standards, and
promotion of renewable energy. 108 The surging of solar power in California is driving state regulators
to put on hold four previously approved natural gas power plants. Utilities argue that the construction
of these natural gas power plants will not clash with the continuous growth of solar power. 109
Regulators and utility officials assert that the transition from fossil fuel power to renewable
energy and overlap among them is unavoidable due to fluctuations in demand as well as in supply. In
addition, cloud coverage affects sunshine inflow needed to power PV technologies; but this can be
dealt with by producing at least some electricity with fossil fuels.110
California will eventually phase out fossil fuel plants when battery storage improves to make
it affordable to customers to store solar power for home use when the sun is not shining. Although the
transformation from non-renewable to renewable energy has been happening in California for years,
the problem impeding a smooth transition is the state’s policy on renewable energy. The current
policy does not manage excess electricity produced in the state in a sustainable way; instead the
excess supply is often sold to utilities in other states as a loss. 111 CAISO, the California Independent
System Operator that runs the electric grid for the state constantly has excess solar energy. But when
there is insufficient demand for power, the oversupply causes prices to fall below zero causing
negative pricing, a problem that can only be solved through better management of the excess
electricity supply. 112
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Analyses of PV technology have focused on California because of the state’s leadership in the
market. PV power generation starts in the morning and drops in the late afternoon creating a ‘duck
curve’ on graphs representing daily energy generation. 113 Meanwhile, Florida ranks third in the
country for rooftop potential and 12th for utility-scale solar potential. 114 According to Elaine T. Hale
et al. PV market development is highly correlated with state-level policies and “the most developed
[PV] markets in the U.S. are in states with net-metering and best-practice interconnection policies
plus at least one other supporting policy. That supporting policy may authorize or allow third-party
ownership, or may be a renewable portfolio standard with a solar set-aside.”115 Net metering is a
billing mechanism that credits solar energy system owners for the electricity they add to the grid. 116
In the state of Florida, there is no renewable portfolio standard and third party ownership is generally
disallowed, which makes the state a very promising PV market if solar policy can be better
developed. 117
A standard solar system component for a household includes: solar panels, a controller,
batteries and an inverter that can cost $10,000 with a payback period of 10 years. 118 In the state of
Florida utilities are the only entities allowed to legally sell electricity to their customers, which
prevents homeowners from leasing solar panels to add to their household roof. In April of 2018, the
Florida Public Service Commission ruled to allow Sunrun, a residential solar company, to lease 20-
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year solar equipment to homeowners without making the transaction a retail sale of electricity. That
ruling will allow customers to get rooftop panels with little or no upfront cost. 119
The global economy depends on fossil fuels to generate electricity, but the price of renewable
solar energy is decreasing across the nation, making it more affordable than before. According to
energysave.com, the best way to compare solar energy and fossil fuels is to examine global energy
prices and take into account subsidies, and the U.S. has subsidized fossil fuels at a higher rate than
any other nation in the world. 120 According to journalist David Roberts, as of July 2018, the federal
government provides $14.7 billion in subsidies and state governments chip in another $5.8 billion in
incentives.121 That is a grand total of $20.5 billion tax dollars spent annually oil, gas and coal. 122
Electricity generated by burning coal averages $0.06 cents per kilowatt-hour (kWh) and small scale
natural gas can go as low as $0.030 cents/kWh. 123 According to Luka Richardson, in 2016 a rooftop
solar installation put the price of solar at $0.029 cents per kWh, essentially leveling the price
competition among fossil fuels and solar energy. 124
PV energy is a technology requiring no fuel, which makes it possible to reduce the cost of
production as research and technology improves. Although fossil fuels are more reliable than solar
power at night, PV does not produce carbon pollution, strip mining, and mountaintop removal, which
is part of coal production, and ultimately, electricity. 125 The biggest challenge with PV is that it is not
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universally accessible because some roofs are not ideal for solar. In addition, there are challenges in
energy/battery storage that generally limit solar power wo daytime use. 126
Electric utilities monitor their emissions and waste storage and periodically send reports to the
EPA; and they send something else to Washington. According to opensecrets.org, “during the 2014
election cycle, the [power generation] industry made roughly $21.6 million in political contributions,
with 62 percent going to Republicans and 38 percent to Democrats.” 127 In 2014 National Rural
Electric Cooperative Association contributed around $2.3 million, Exelon Corp contributed $1.5
million and Duke Energy contributed above $1 million. 128 More recent data suggests that power
companies are not giving to political campaigns.The top contributors for the years 2017-2018 are
found on Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Top Contributing Electric Utilities between 2017 and 2018. 129
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Republican and Democratic Parties—and their position on environmental issues
I searched for literature that explains the relationship between environmental issues, political
parties and university students. David M. Konisky et al. reviewed several studies of people's’ attitudes
on local and federal environmental policies in the United States. They found that recent research from
The General Social Survey (conducted by researchers at the University of Chicago 130) indicates that
Americans believe their state and federal governments are not investing enough on mitigation of
environmental problems. Furthermore, individuals who participated in surveys stated that they are
more concerned about environmental issues at local and national scales than those at the international
scale.131
Konisky et al. also found that ideologically conservative individuals most often identify as
Republicans, and they are generally less supportive of government intervention to address
environmental issues. On the other hand, ideologically liberal individuals are generally more
supportive of government intervention to address environmental problems. 132
They found several studies examining relationships between political parties, geographical
location, gender, religious beliefs and race on environmental issues. Konisky et al. pointed out that
the literature they analyzed displayed controversy in the differences in opinion across environmental
issue types. It also demonstrated the limitations from some studies that used only one environmental
issue to generalize all environmental problems, which may create challenges when making
conclusions as there are many different environmental issues. They concluded that there is a “[...]
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consistently strong relationship between political ideology and party identification and environmental
policy attitudes.”133
Allegiance to two main political parties in the United States shifts periodically. This is due to
a complex relationship between Democratic and Republican parties, as well as each citizen’s
changing perspectives on a range of issues that could be the subject of public policy. Indeed, the
ideological root of both major political parties in the U.S. might simplistically be stated as follows:
Democrats are more likely to view government intervention on a range of issues as a positive
contribution to the common good, while Republicans are generally less enthusiastic about
government intervention and prefer to maximize individual freedom. Marjorie Randon Hershey
explains that hostility between and towards both parties is not new, noting that more than 220 years
ago, President George Washington feared that political parties could encourage a pursuit of their own
interests instead of common goals. The purpose of this paper is to help better understand the
relationship between people’s political leanings and selected environmental issues. In order to
determine this, it is important to first analyze Democratic and Republican political party platforms at
a national and state level. Party platforms are easily found online, therefore this section examines
both national and selected state party platforms, seeking statements about stances on environmental
issues.134
In the U.S. any citizen can join a political party and then help accomplish particular goals
established by that party. Political scientist John Aldrich suggests that, in this country, “parties are
organizations-institutions with a life and a set of rules of their own, beyond that of their candidate.” 135
Furthermore, the U.S. is atypical because prior to most general elections voters decide which
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candidate will represent their political party in primary elections, a process that makes candidates
more accountable to voters. 136
The impact individuals have on political parties is part of a web of relationships from party
organizations to promote particular policies. Hersey defines American political parties as groups
composed of three overlapping parts including the party organization, the political party elected
officials represent and the party of the electorate. Whereas the first two include party leaders, the
latter emphasizes the role of citizens who support the party as partisans. Partisan people are a reliable
base for political parties as they facilitate the relationships between party organization, the party in
government and the electoral party. 137
Ideologies are associated with politics because they are “sets of ideas about expectations and
actions, particularly applied to public policy.” 138 One’s ideology is deeply connected with one’s
values and beliefs.139 People join political parties such as the Democratic or Republican Parties with
the hope that the representatives they elect can advance the ideological agenda they agree with.
According to Hershey, “in the mind of a strong partisan, in short, the parties are clearly
defined and very different from one another on the important dimensions of politics.”140 Those
differences have developed through time because political parties are rooted in the lives and feelings
of American citizens who may or may not be dues-paying members, but are loyal to the party. The
polarization of each party and the increasing number of those who identify with a party has added to
the evolution of the partisanship division between political parties. Political parties play a large role
in seeking candidates for office and determining which candidates they will support with resources;
136
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citizens not active in political party’s organization have virtually no say in which names appear on
ballot. 141
Hershey describes political parties in the U.S. as inclusive and permeable, with the capability
to select candidates, contest elections, educate citizens on issues important to the party, and also try to
influence the government on particular policies. 142 In general, the majority of people do not pay
attention to the government, which means that political parties are intermediaries that transmit
political information between partisans, party members and the government. This webbed
relationship mediates communication, policy implementation, and individual participation.
Speech communication expert Shannon M. Cruz reported results on a meta-analysis of
political ideology, affiliation and concern for the environment. Cruz argues that “the strengthening
relationship between political affiliation and environmental concern is due primarily to partisan
sorting, rather than to issue polarization on environmental issues.” 143 Partisan sorting is where voters
move to areas where people are more like minded, which makes neighborhoods less politically
diverse and creates deep political segregation at a local level while at a national level there is a less
diverse map of partisan sorting. Furthermore, political realignment where partisan changes force
voters to change parties in the hope to align their ideologies with those of the choices of candidates
political parties nominate also affects the geography of partisan sorting. In consequence, voter’s
ideologies do not always align with the parties representing the geographical areas they reside in. 144
According to Cruz, studies from the 1970s to the 1990s suggest a partisan divide and
differences of opinion on environmental issues between Republican and Democratic parties.
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Moreover, several studies have reported conflicts between party affiliation and environmental
concern which made party affiliation a variable that does not have a direct relationship with
environmental concern. This is due to early studies reporting a null relationship between party
affiliation and concern, other studies that have shown Republicans with higher levels of concern than
Democrats as well as other recent studies that have reported opposite findings. However, these recent
studies suggest a relationship between environmental concern and political party affiliation. 145
Republican Party National Level
Marjorie Hershey and John Aldrich contend that in the U.S., Democratic and Republican
parties have changed their position on major issues over time. Therefore some states may support
different agendas even though they may be dominated by the same political party. Moreover, both
political parties have always differed on policy goals creating stronger party polarization and,
according to Hersey and Aldrich—where there is “...party polarization: [there is] greater agreement
on policy stands within each party and sharper policy differences between the Democrats and
Republicans.”146 The change of a party’s position over time may influence the flexibility of ideology
between party followers, creating individuals who may support specific ideas from both parties.
Marjorie Hershey contends that the website for the Republican Party platform supports a
strong business sector where Washington’s role is that of a type of ‘governing elite’ preventing
individuals from building personal wealth and instead promoting welfare programs with religion and
faith playing important roles. The Republican platform supports tax cuts for the wealthy arguing that
it can help create jobs, emphasizing limits to the government's ability to interfere in people’s lives. 147
Moreover, the Republican Party opposes governmental solutions and national authority, and instead it
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usually supports private and local solutions to problems. It draws candidates from the business
community with core groups of supporters being white southerners, conservatives and people living
in rural and exurban areas.148
The Republican National Committee website describes the Republican Party’s position on
multiple issues including a portion titled “America’s Natural Resources: Agriculture, Energy and the
Environment.”149 In the introduction to this section, under the heading of “Environmental Progress,”
the environment is mentioned as a commodity on which the American economy depends. There is no
information about the environment’s role in providing life support, its role in supporting economic
activity; and there is no hint about the conservation of resources or sustainability; instead, extractive
industries are glorified.150
In another area of the website that has information under the title “Abundant Harvest,”
agriculture is praised because farmers produce much low cost food, observing that the U.S. is the
“largest agricultural exporter in the world”. This statement ignores pollution caused by runoff loaded
with sediment, fertilizer and pesticides. Science based standards are then mentioned in regard to food
and health regulation for imported products while condemning science that excludes American
products on foreign markets. 151 For example, some European markets might exclude genetically
modified food products originated from the U.S. because they do not satisfy food standards from
other markets. 152
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On the Republican platform, agriculture is encouraged through the usage of genetically
modified food, which is described as ‘proven to be safe and healthy.’ There is no citation of scientific
sources to support that statement. Furthermore, deregulation of agricultural activity is promoted
because most regulations demand that farmers spend money on selected aspects of their operations;
and these added costs make food more expensive. Farmers and ranchers are labeled as
conservationists and stewards most likely because they love their land and the rural way of life that is
part of farming. The Republican Party contends that “ranching on public lands must be forested,
developed and encouraged” along with “abundant water supply for their activities.” 153
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is in charge of enforcing policies or
statutes intended to protect human health and the environment. 154 On the Republican Party platform,
the EPA is demonized for its implementation of the Waters of the United States (WOTUS) joint rule
with the Army Corps of Engineers. The platform positions WOTUS as a travesty because
Republicans claim it controls all American navigable waters at a federal level. The party instead
prefers local control of all navigable waters for business purposes. 155 Of course, opening up the
navigable waters of the U.S. for each state to manage at a local level would accelerate resource
consumption and degradation.
Throughout the Republican Party’s web page section titled “Natural Resources,” the word
sustainability is only used in one sentence that included support for state management of forests.
Sustainable development demands that we meet the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. 156 This section also calls for
greater use of 200 million acres of land under the U.S. Forest Service, part of the United States
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Department of Agriculture. The usage of the word sustainability gives a confusing message because it
suggests that states would do a better job of managing forests, when in reality they are suggesting that
private entities can better exploit natural resources, ignoring the environmental consequences of such
exploitation. 157 Sustainability is polysemy: it means different things to different people. The
Republican Party is clearly more interested in sustaining business activity than they are in sustaining
the environment’s life support systems.
Another subsection labeled “A New Era in Energy” praises an agenda of mining for coal and
drilling for fossil fuels. The section advocates the usage of public lands for economic growth insisting
once again that states can manage their resources more responsibly than the federal government. In
fact, U.S. history is loaded with examples where many policies are better managed at a federal level
where the polarity of the parties works together to find common ground. It also rejects the
Democratic Party’s Clean Power Plan for energy and its slogan ‘keep it in the ground,’ and it prefers
much less rigorous permitting processes for oil and gas wells. The heading of this section ‘new era’
does not properly correspond to the information it contains because it calls for a return to the past, an
era of little or no regulation or restriction on fossil fuel development. Instead, this section promotes
renewable energy sources as long as they are supported by private capital. 158
Finally, in the Republican Party’s energy discussion, climate change is mentioned as a distant
national security issue. In a previous section, party officials affirm the uncertainty of the effects of a
changing climate without acknowledging the many likely impacts that scientists have highlighted in
recent years. Instead, the Republican Party suggests coping with climate change uncertainty by
sharply reducing taxes on the wealthy and large companies. 159 The Republican platform opposes a
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carbon tax because it prefers reducing regulation in order to increase production—and reduce energy
prices. Likewise, the party also rejects the agenda of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement,
two international efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and the likely negative impacts of
climate change.
Congress passed the Clean Water Act (1972) in order to improve water quality around the
nation. Similarly, it passed the Clean Air Act (1970) in order to improve the country’s air quality. The
EPA has since established national ambient air quality standards (NAAQS) to help regulate six of the
most common air pollutants, one of them being carbon dioxide (CO2). 160 CO2 enters to the
atmosphere through the burning of fossil fuels, which two paragraphs later the Republican Party
platform states, should not be regulated by the EPA through the Clean Air Act. 161 Their call for a
diminished EPA is preposterous because it could take the U.S. back to the time before the 1970, when
there was out of control pollution. 162 163
This section of the Republican Party platform closes by demanding a ‘dispassionate analysis
of hard data’ in regards to the current changing climate. The Republican Party believes that the
United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is a politically biased mechanism for
summarizing climate science. This ideology seems self-centered and selective with an agenda that
puts people and employment at the center of everything, assuming that we no longer have serious
environmental problems worthy of our attention. 164
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The last subsection titled “Environmental Progress” portrays the Republican Party as a
‘pioneer on environmentalism’ and that the environment is in much better shape than it was several
decades ago, and that ‘human health and safety as the proper measurements of a policy’s success.’ 165
Human poverty is listed as the greatest threat to the environment, a very misleading statement as the
environment is threatened by mismanaged anthropogenic activities from wealthy people and poor
people.
Republican Party at a State Level
In this section, I review the Republican Party platforms of five different states (as revealed on
their web pages) to see if there is much difference between the positions of the Republican National
Committee and the selected state level Republican Parties on environmental issues. The Florida
Republican Party (FRP) website has no information regarding environmental policy, but instead there
is emphasis on economic growth by promoting employment, human freedom, liberty and personal
responsibility. Environmental issues are clearly not a priority of the Republican Party of Florida. 166
The Republican Party of Idaho (RPI) website supports private enterprise where farmers and
ranchers can compete and trade freely in foreign markets with no intervention from a limited
government. The party opposes the use of embargos of agricultural products by the U.S. government
for any reason except protecting the biological integrity of the landscape. In regards to water, the RPI
opposes inter-basin transfers to other areas, highlighting the importance of the ‘first in time is first in
right’ principle. The party also opposes removal or breaching of existing dams, and believes that it is
the individual’s responsibility to take care of the natural resources given by God with minimal
government regulation. The RPI does not say what should be done when individuals fail to take care
of these resources.

165
166

Ibid.
"Republican Party of Florida." Republican Party of Florida. Accessed March 31, 2018. http://www.florida.gop/.

Quintero 45

The RPI’s website supports forest health but clarifies that it is because of the benefit it
provides for people, but it does not mention how to maintain this limited resource. With the subject of
energy, the party endorses energy independence as long as it is natural gas, hydroelectric power,
petroleum, nuclear energy, and new technologies. 167 The RPI adds: “We recognize Idaho’s need for
the utilization of natural resources for Idaho’s economic growth and for the benefit of all
Idahoans.”168 For wildlife management, the party rejects federal control and instead promotes local
enhancement of fish and wildlife in order to enhance hunting, fishing and tourism. 169 As with the
RNC, there is not much emphasis on maintaining environmental quality.
The Republican Party of Texas (RPT) has a detailed platform that consists of a preamble and
list of 260 principles. In principle 39 (Protection from Extreme Environmentalists), for example, the
RPT not only objects to what it calls ‘extreme environmentalists,’ it is opposed to regulations that
obstruct legitimate private property and business interests. 170 Principle 39 labels climate change as “a
political agenda promoted to control every aspect of our lives.” 171 The platform suggests abolition of
the EPA as well as the repeal of the Endangered Species Act. In principle 38 (Water Rights), the
RPT reveals that it is unaware or unconcerned with the fact that groundwater moves and that one
person’s use of groundwater may impact other users: “We support the decision made by the Texas
Supreme Court rejecting regulation, regulatory taking, metering, and restricting production of
individual’s underground water.” 172 This platform says nothing about environmental protection;
indeed, it appears deeply suspicious of any attempt to protect environmental quality.
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The Republican Party of Kansas (RPK) website recognizes abundant natural resources
especially as they pertain to agriculture. Unlike several other state Republican Parties, the RPK
claims that “the balance between conservation of natural resources and private enterprise can be
accomplished.” 173 They “encourage the conservation of all natural resources through economic and
tax incentives rather than government regulations.” 174 Government regulations are condemned and
private property rights are praised. Regarding energy, the RPK position is unique because it supports
innovation and sees wind, solar, nuclear and geothermal energy as promising. At the same time, the
platform states that Carbon dioxide ‘should not be declared a pollutant’ opposing cap and trade
legislation for CO2. The state of Kansas is promoted as a possible leader in energy production and
exports, which explains why there is support for alternative energy as well as oil and gas industries.
They are both promoted with the intention to improve the state’s economy. 175
Democratic Party National Level
The book Party Politics in America describes the Democratic Party as supportive of
government intervention to address the inequalities that the marketplace causes; they believe that it is
the government’s job to reduce wealth inequality and offer a safety net to individuals who need it.
The Democratic Party contends that tax cuts, will generate less revenue for social services; they
propose higher taxes for the wealthy in order to create social services managed by the government
instead of privatized services that are unaffordable or inadequate. 176
Marjorie Hershey observes that the Democratic Party supports abortion rights, LGBTQ rights,
civil rights, and environmental protection. It also supports equality among all citizens through
investment in public schools and a willingness to occasionally intrude on private property rights to
173
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support the common good. For this party, core groups of supporters are liberals, minorities, labor
unions and low income people. Geographically, Democrats are more numerous in heavily urbanized
areas, especially in the Northeast and along the West Coast of the U.S.177
The National Democratic Party’s 2016 platform begins by addressing climate change as a
threat and proposes to combat the problem with sustainable economic growth, which focuses on longterm investment, common interest, innovation and entrepreneurship. 178 For the Democratic Party,
sustainable economic growth depends on jobs in the global clean energy market because U.S.
manufacturing should be, “the greenest and most efficient in the world, including by investing in
industrial energy efficiency.179 The focus on creating jobs with both private and public investment
goes along with support of entrepreneurship in science, technology and research.
A section on the platform titled “Combat Climate Change, Build a Clean Energy Economy,
and Secure Environmental Justice” lists some of the climate change-related natural hazards that have
affected people in the U.S. such as: hottest years of the century, drought, flash floods, superstorms,
rising seas, and wildfire. To fight these hazards The Democratic Party believes that the U.S should
“be running entirely on clean energy by mid-century.”180 The transition from a fossil fuel economy to
a clean energy economy is with the intent to be responsible stewards of natural resources while at the
same time maintaining good paying jobs.
The Democrats’ clean energy economy proposal calls for installing half a billion solar panels,
cutting energy waste, modernizing the current electric grid and supporting clean, sustainable
manufacturing. It would also eliminate special tax breaks and subsidies for fossil fuel companies as
well as extend tax incentives for energy efficiency and clean energy. The intention is to make the U.S
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a climate leader with an agenda that describes greenhouse gases as pollutants that should be taxed, “to
reflect their negative externalities, and to accelerate the transition to a clean energy economy.”181
Under this section of the platform, the party declares support for oversight of hydraulic fracturing as
well as more strict enforcement of the Safe Drinking Water Act. Democrats also call for repairs and
replacements of leaky methane pipes, easier access to renewable energy for low income households
and investment in safer and cleaner energy infrastructure.
Another section of the platform titled “Securing Environmental Climate Justice” addresses
“environmental racism,” promotes expansion of clean energy, energy efficiency, resilient
infrastructure, and investigation of allegations of corporate fraud within fossil fuel companies who
provide misleading information on the ‘scientific reality of climate change.’ 182 Another section titled
“Global Climate Leadership” identifies climate change as a severe threat to not only the U.S. but to
the entire planet Earth. The Democratic Party argues that the U.S. should be leading other nations to
address the issue. To do so it is calls for investment in climate resilience and adaptation, action to
drive down emissions of greenhouse gases in the U.S., and support for developing nations to mitigate
greenhouse gas pollution. 183
The section titled “Protecting Our Public Lands and Waters”, favors maintaining the public
lands and waters managed by government agencies with strengthening protection of natural and
cultural resources. Along with government support, Democrats call for doubling the size of the
outdoor economy by establishing an American Parks Trust Fund with the purpose to create jobs as
well as more recreational opportunities for American citizens.
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Increases in jobs within public lands and waters, as well as higher participation by the
American public in the outdoors can increase support for natural resource conservation in the U.S.
This section demands more support for proactive, environmental protection regulation enforced by
the EPA, stewardship and conservation from farmers, and opposition to fossil fuel drilling in the
Arctic and along the Atlantic coast. 184
Democratic Party at a State Level
The Florida Democratic Party (FDP), statement of principles claims that it “supports
environmental protections, renewable energy, clean air, food and water for all Floridians.” 185 Similar
to the National Democratic Party platform, the FDP platform recognizes the environment as a unique
resource on which all Americans depend. For that reason the FDP calls for careful stewardship of
public lands, sustainable management of the Floridan aquifer, its beaches and waterways, as well as
investment in renewable solar and wind energy. The statement of principles opposes to the use of
hydraulic fracturing, acid fracturing and well stimulation fracking. 186
The California Democratic Party (CDP) party website has a section titled “Environment,”
acknowledging that “Climate change threatens our environment and economic future…” 187 To
approach the problem, Democratic Governor Jerry Brown, signed the Climate Change Pact with the
governors of Oregon, Washington and British Columbia to reduce greenhouse gas emission. 188 The
Massachusetts Democratic Party platform has information under a section labeled Young Democrats,
where it states that “promoting clean-energy technologies, land and water conservation, energy
conservation, and energy efficiency is critically important to lowering energy costs, enhancing energy
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security and reliability, growing green jobs, and reaping environmental benefits.” 189 Another section
labeled College Democrats is an environmental caucus with the purpose of engaging college students,
community members and elected officials for the commonwealth of Massachusetts. A section labeled
“Environment, Climate Change, and Renewable Energy,” recognizes the need for climate justice and
highlights the party’s refusal of funding from oil, gas, coal, and pipeline companies. 190
The New York Democratic Party’s website has a section titled “Environmental and Climate
Leadership,” which addresses the need for “...stronger action to combat climate change...through a
growing solar energy industry,” as well as Governor Andrew Cuomo’s enactment of a fracking ban-part of a bold agenda that supports renewable sources of energy through an offshore wind farm in
addition to solar energy. 191
The Democratic Party platform for the state of New Mexico, under a section titled
“Agriculture” highlights support for small, local sustainable agriculture in order to alleviate food
deserts as well as enable fair water access and water conservation efforts. Another section titled
“Energy and Environment” favors a transition to renewable energy infrastructure with the purpose to
“. . .protect air, land, and water and stop the worst effects of climate change.” 192
Methods
The purpose of this study is to better understand the relationship between students’ political
leanings and their perspective on environmental subjects, specifically organic food, recycling and
solar energy. This research begins with a systematic literature review about organic food, recycling
and solar energy; it continues with a review of the literature on the role of political parties in
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environmental issues; and its final stage features a survey of ten questions asking for each
respondent’s perspective on these issues and where they think they fit on the political spectrum.
The software used to create the survey and collect the data was google forms and google
sheets. The survey instrument is in the Appendix. The survey was approved by the USF Institutional
Review Board (IRB) and it was assigned proposal #00032932. All the participants were students of
USFSP, 18 years or older, that received the survey via email from a professor between the months of
January and October 2018. The survey was anonymous, which protected each student’s privacy and
confidentiality with no extra credit offered with the intention to limit bias on responses. In an effort to
have responses from students who pursued different majors at USFSP, the professors who were
contacted to ask their students to participate taught different classes such as: accounting, psychology,
political science, statistics, geography, literature, history and environmental science. The survey was
emailed by each professor to their classes at the beginning of the spring, summer and fall 2018
semesters.
My goal was to attract over 100 students, therefore once 105 students had answered the
survey the data results were transferred to a spreadsheet using google sheets software. The spread
sheet was then organized on multiple sheets and modified by using the ‘filter’ option to group the
data depending on each respondent’s claimed position on the following political spectrum:
Democratic Socialist, Liberal Progressive, Moderate Democrat, Moderate Republican, Conservative
Republican, Independent, Libertarian, and Anarchist. Because 86 respondents identified with just four
positions on the political spectrum, to make some graphs simpler, I limited the graphs to participants
who identified with these four perspectives. The four political positions with the highest number of
respondents were Moderate Republican, Moderate Democrat, Independent and Liberal Progressive.
On google sheets groupings were created with the answers for the four political parties mentioned,
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then graphs were created to represent the results. After organizing the different graphs, conclusions
were drawn from the comparisons made. The remaining 18 respondents identified with a range of
other political perspectives, but there were too few from each political group to generate meaningful
conclusions about them. However, their responses are preserved in a table in the results section.
As already seen, I reviewed the Republican and Democratic Party platforms at both the
national level and for selected states in order to develop a clear impression of each party’s stance on
environmental issues. State level Republican Party platforms analyzed included: Florida, Idaho,
Texas and Kansas. Democratic Party platforms analyzed included those from the states of Florida,
California, Massachusetts, New York and New Mexico. This information is part literature review and
part research, but it is included with the literature review in this thesis.
Survey Results and Discussion
Demographics of Survey Respondents
105 students from the University of South Florida St Petersburg participated in this research.
51 individuals claimed to be between 18 and 20 years old (48.6%) and 54 individuals said they were
21 years old or older (51.4%). Only 31 were male (29.5%) and 74 (70.5%) were female. Among the
respondents, the four prevailing political leanings were: 31 respondents (30.4%) identified as
liberal/progressive Democrats; 22 respondents (21.6%) claimed no party affiliation; 18 respondents
(17.6%) identified as moderate Democrats; and 15 respondents (14.7%) identified as moderate
Republicans as seen on Table 4.
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Table 4. Political Leanings Students USFSP.

Political Leanings

Number of Students

Libertarian

3

Conservative Republican

8

Moderate Republican

15

Independent

22

Moderate Democrat

18

Liberal/Progressive Democrat

31

Democratic Socialist

1

Partnership-Socialist Influence

1

Anarchist

1

I am an international student

1

N/A

4

Total Students

105

The remaining respondents claimed to be Conservative Republicans, Libertarians, Democratic
Socialists, Anarchists and Socialists. These political leanings listed last were selected by a small
amount of participants therefore they were not considered on the final survey conclusions because
there are too few respondents from each group as shown on the following table:
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Table 5. Less Commonly Represented Political Perspectives Among Those
Surveyed.
Consumption of
Organic Food

Solar Energy

Recycling/paper/plastic/
metal

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an activist

Libertarian

I am opposed

I am neutral

I am a supporter

Libertarian

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an activist

Libertarian

I am an activist

I am a supporter

I am an activist

Democratic Socialist

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an activist

Conservative Republican

I am a supporter

I am neutral

I am a supporter

Conservative Republican

I am neutral

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

Conservative Republican

I am neutral

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

Conservative Republican

I am neutral

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

Conservative Republican

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

I am an activist

Conservative Republican

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an activist

Conservative Republican

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

Conservative Republican

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

Anarchist

I am a supporter

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an international
student

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

N/A

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

N/A

I am neutral

I am neutral

I am a supporter

N/A

I am neutral

I am a supporter

I am a supporter

N/A

I am an activist

I am an activist

I am an activist

Political Leaning
Partnership - Socialist
influence
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Housing arrangements varied among respondents, 38 students (36.2%) said they lived with
their parents or family, 24 students (22.9%) said they live off campus with one or two roommates, 23
students (21.9%) said that they live on campus and 20 students (19%) said they live by themselves off
campus. In terms of voting, 78 respondents said they always or almost always vote in national/general
elections but only 21 respondents said they always or almost always vote in local elections. On the
other hand, a higher number, 43 respondents said they never or almost never vote in local elections as
seen on Figure 6.
Figure 6. USFSP Students’ Voting Frequency.
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Figure 7. USFSP Students’ Opinion on Consumption of Organic Food.

At a micro level, Figure 7 shows Liberal Progressives are more likely to be the activists while
Independents are less likely to be activists. Liberal /Progressives are the strongest supporters of
organic food consumption while Moderate Republicans are the lowest supporters. Moderate
Republican Party affiliates are the highest neutral participants and Liberal Progressive affiliates are
the lowest neutral. Just one Independent and one Liberal Progressive opposed organic food. The
figure also suggests that students who say are Liberal Progressive and Moderate Democrat are more
often supporters of organic food consumption. On the other hand, Moderate Republicans and
Moderate Democrats are more likely to be neutral on the subject of consumption of organic food.
According to Figure 7, 55% or more of the students who said, they are Moderate Democrat,
Independent and Liberal Progressive also said they are supporters of organic food and 45% of
students who claimed to be Moderate Republicans are supporters. Over 10% of students who said
they are Moderate Republican or Liberal Progressive said they are activists and 5% or less of students
that said they are Independent or Moderate Democrat are organic food activists. Over 30% of students
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who claimed to be Moderate Republican, Moderate Democrat and Independent are neutral on the
subject. 20% of students who said they are Liberal Progressive are neutral on the subject and less than
5% of students who said they are Independent or Liberal Progressive are opposed to the subject. No
matter their political party affiliation, most students respondents support organic food consumption,
with several more students being neutral, relatively few are activists and almost none are opposed.
Figure 8. USFSP Students’ Opinion on Solar Energy.

At a micro level, Figure 8 shows that Liberal Progressives are the highest activists while
Moderate Republican affiliates are the lowest activists. Independents are the highest supporters while
Liberal Progressive party affiliates are the lowest supporters. No respondents oppose solar power but
Moderate Republicans are neutral.
Figure 8 also suggests that students who say they are Independent and Moderate Republican
are supporters of solar energy. On the other hand, Liberal Progressive and Moderate Democrats are
more often activists on the subject of solar energy, with 13% of Moderate Republicans students who
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say are neutral on the subject of solar energy. In addition 13% of Moderate Republicans answered, “I
am an activist” and “I am neutral” on the subject.
According to Figure 8, 65% or more of the students who claimed to be Moderate Democrat,
Independent and Moderate Republican also said they are supporters of solar energy and 58% of
students who said they are Liberal Progressive are supporters. Over 30% of students who said are
Moderate Democrat or Liberal Progressive said they are activists and 22% of students that said are
Independent and 13% of students who said are Moderate Republicans are activists on the subject.
13% of students who said are Moderate Republican are neutral on the subject. No matter the students’
political party affiliation, almost all students appear to believe in solar power.
Figure 9. USFSP Students’ Opinion on Recycling.

At a micro level, Figure 9 that Liberal Progressives are the highest activists while
Independents are less often activists. Independents are the highest supporters while fewer supporters
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are Liberal Progressives. No respondents oppose recycling but a small number of Moderate
Republicans and one Liberal Progressive are neutral on the subject.
Figure 9 also suggests that students who say they are Independent and Moderate Democrat are
supporters of recycling. On the other hand, Liberal Progressive and Moderate Democrats are activists
on the subject of recycling, with 33% of Moderate Republicans students who say they are neutral on
the subject of recycling and no respondent opposed the subject.
According to Figure 9, 95% of the students who said they are Independent also claimed to be
supporters of recycling, 70% of students who said they are Moderate Democrat are supporters, and
50% of students who said are Moderate Republican are supporters. 45% of students who said they are
Liberal Progressive also said they are activists, 27% of Moderate Democrats are activists, 13% of
Moderate Republicans said, they are activists and 4.5% of students who claimed to be Independent
are activists. 33% of Moderate Republicans said they are neutral while 3% of students who said they
are Liberal Progressive are neutral. No matter the students’ political party affiliation most are
supporters of recycling, with several more students being activists, and even fewer are neutral.
At a macro level and at a micro level most survey respondents claimed to support organic
food consumption, recycling and solar energy, regardless of their party affiliation. The second highest
response for consumption of organic food on Figure 7 was “I am neutral” while the second highest
for the other two subjects varied, as recycling and solar energy respondents selected was “I am an
activist,” as shown on Figure 8 and Figure 9. There is stronger support for recycling and solar energy
than consumption of organic food. The lowest response for consumption of organic food on Figure 7
was “I am opposed” while the lowest responses for solar energy and recycling was “I am neutral,”
As seen on Figure 8 and 9. Few participants are opposed to consumption of organic food while no
participants are opposed to solar energy or recycling. Overall, there is no relationship between
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USFSP students’ political affiliation and their perspective on consumption of organic food, recycling
and solar energy.
Conclusion
The complex relationship between Democratic and Republican parties that has shifted in
multiple directions throughout time is alleged to have created strong polarization of opinion about
environmental subjects. When comparing both Republican and Democratic Party platforms,
Republicans portray coal and other fossil fuel extraction as desirable, and clean energy sources are
accepted by the party as long as they are funded privately. On the other hand, Democrats
acknowledge that climate change is a problem and that the country should encourage sustainable
economic growth that creates jobs in the global clean energy market, modernization of current
electric grids, support for clean and sustainable manufacturing of goods and enforcement of
environmental protection regulations. It is difficult to explain the influence or political affiliation on
USFSP student’s perspective on environmental subjects, specifically consumption of organic food,
recycling and usage of solar energy. Is there a relationship between their political leaning and these
environmental issues?
According to the survey results in this research, there is no relationship between USFSP
students’ political leaning and their perspective on environmental issues, specifically consumption of
organic food, recycling and usage of solar energy. More than half of students responded support for
these three subjects and the second highest group of students who participated declared themselves as
activists towards the three subjects. The original hypothesis for this thesis is supported. USFSP
claims a core value to care for the environment; this appears to be in the heart of all students no
matter their political leaning. Historical political party polarization may be limiting factors on voting
citizens affecting their support or rejection of government intervention on environmental issues.
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Further research is suggested to better understand the relationship between individual's political
leaning and their perspective on environmental subjects.
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